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Abstract	   
This thesis explores whether the killing of animals for human consumption is permissible and the 
moral limits of this permissibility. I am going to propose and evaluate an argument as to why it is 
permissible to slaughter farm animals if this does not harm them. It is called the permissibility of 
larding argument. I will also look at several possible objections against this view. The most important 
objection is that if a lack of harm can make the killing of animals permissible, than it would also be 
permissible to kill humans if it does not harm them. Another fundamental issue I will call the baseline 
of comparison objection. A final issue has to deal with the credibility of the first premise of the 
argument, which is that every wrong involves harming. I will conclude that the permissibility of larding 
argument is untenable because it does not hold up well against the baseline of comparison objection 
and the objection to the first premise.  
 
1.	  Introduction 
I really like the taste of animal meat. Yet, whenever I allow myself to enjoy a piece of meat I tend to feel 
guilty about what to me seems selfish behaviour. That is why I think it is unsurprising that the 
philosophical literature offers many defences of the virtues of veganism and vegetarianism1 and that 
there are less writings that defend the permissibility of killing animals for consumption. Why should an 
animal have to die for my meal when I could be eating something else? Is there a way to justify the 
widespread habit of consuming animals? To answer this question, I would like to the play devil’s 
advocate in my thesis and morally defend meat eating to the best of my abilities. I will propose and 
defend what I think is the most plausible argument in favour of meat eating, and see whether it holds 
up against the objections.  
The permissibility of larding argument 
There is an argument that is used outside of academic philosophical circles in favour of the 
consumption of animal meat. The logic of this argument is that it is not bad to slaughter animals if they 
are alive because they will be slaughtered.  
“It is often said, as an excuse for the slaughter of animals, that it is better for them to live and to 
be butchered than not to live at all. Now, obviously, if such reasoning justifies the practice of 
flesh eating, it must equally justify all breeding of animals for profit or pastime, when their life is 
a fairly happy one. The argument is frequently used by sportsmen, on the ground that the fox 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Arguably the most famous philosopher defending vegetarianism and veganism is Peter Singer. In Animal 
Liberation he argues that we should expand the utilitarian principle to also take animal welfare into consideration. 
Improving their welfare means that we cannot eat them or use their products. (Singer, P. (1995). Animal 
liberation. Random House.) 
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would long ago have become extinct in this country had not they, his true friends, "preserved" 
him for purposes of sport. Vivisectors, who breed guinea-pigs for experimentation, also have 
used it, and they have as much right to it as flesh-eaters; for how, they may say, can a few hours 
of suffering be set in the balance against the enormous benefit of life? In fact, if we once admit 
that it is an advantage to an animal to be brought into the world, there is hardly any treatment 
that can not be justified by the supposed terms of such a contract.”2 
This type of argument has been dubbed “the logic of the larder”. The term comes from the English 
writer Henry S. Salt (even though he criticises the argument in his paper). A “larder” is a storage room 
for food (larders were commonplace before the refrigerator). The logic of the larder is that those who 
keep the most meat in their larder are ultimately the biggest animal lovers because those animals that 
are intended for slaughter would not have existed if the farmer had no plans to raise, slaughter and sell 
his cattle.  
In this thesis I will look at a version of this argument.3 I will call this version the “permissibility of 
larding argument”. The logic behind the permissibility of larding argument is that it is not bad to 
slaughter animals if they are not made worse off by it. If we assume that harming constitutes making 
someone worse off, than killing these animals is harmless. If an animal could choose between a happy 
life that involves slaughter and no life at all, the former choice seems to be (at least) not worse than the 
latter.4 The sort of animal that applies to this type of argument is an animal that exists because they are 
intended for slaughter. For the purposes of this paper I will call these sorts of animals “farm animals”.  
The permissibility of larding argument could thus be put as follows:  
1. P: An act is morally wrong if and only if it involves harming someone.5  
2. P: Someone is harmed only when he or she is made worse off. 
3. P: Farm animals with a life worth living are not made worse off by slaughter. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Salt, H. (1914). Logic of the Larder. The Humanities of Diet, Manchester, 221 
3 My own version of the argument diverges from Salt’s version, since my own version attempts to justify the 
killings of animals by making the case that getting killed does not harm them whereas Salt’s version makes no 
such claim. Salt’s argument is more of a utilitarian argument. He frames the argument in such a way that because 
farmers raise and slaughter cattle, more animals will be able to experience the pleasures of being alive. The 
pleasures of experiencing life ultimately outweigh (according to the argument) the discomforts of getting 
slaughtered.  
 
4 Unless of course it is worse to live than to have no life at all, such as in wrongful life cases. Wrongful life cases 
are court cases where typically the parents of a child with birth defects sue their doctor for negligence because of a 
wrongful diagnosis. Due to the incorrect diagnosis the mother of the child was robbed of the opportunity to fully 
consider an abortion. It is argued that if the mother had known beforehand about the defects she would have 
terminated the pregnancy because the child would have been better off with no life at all. The baby Kelly case is a 
real life example of this.  
 
5	  This claim does not entail that every instance of harming is morally wrong. It might for example be morally  
better to harm a few persons rather than a lot. Choosing to harm a few in this case might not be morally wrong.  
The claim implies that for each action that is morally wrong, at least someone must be harmed by it.	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4. C1: Therefore farm animals with a life worth living are not harmed by slaughter. (2&3) 
5. C2: Therefore it is not morally wrong to slaughter farm animals with a life worth living. (1&4)  
I am going to argue in this thesis that it is better for farm animals to live happily and die than to never 
exist. When we make this comparison between the two options, the animal does not seem to be harmed 
if it lives a shorter life rather than no life at all. This is than what would make the killing of these 
animals permissible.  
 
Note that I am only taking account here of the effects that the raising and slaughtering of animals has 
on the animals that are going to be slaughtered. There are other aspects of raising and slaughtering 
animals that need to be considered such as the effects on humans, the environment or even other (wild) 
animals. This thesis does not focus on these other effects of killing animals. This is because providing 
answers to issues such as climate change and human health goes beyond the scope of this thesis. This 
does not mean that these are not good reasons to abstain from eating meat, but only that I want to limit 
the question of this paper. If the argument does not even work in this simplified setting (in which 
spillover effects are not considered) than we can be sure to know that it does not work in any real life 
setting. So for the sake of argument I will assume that there are no other overriding reasons that 
prohibit the raising and slaughtering of animals.  
The permissibility of larding argument, as it is formulated above will look quit plausible to some 
people. Why should we abstain from eating meat and killing animals if the alternative (not existing) is 
not better for animals? Others will be less inclined to accept this kind of reasoning. Henry Salt objects 
that once we admit that coming into existence is beneficial for a being, that the floodgates are opened 
and that we can justify almost any practice for ourselves.6 An extreme example of this would be to apply 
the same argument to humans. Instead of “farm animals”, the argument is applied to humans that exist 
because they are created with the intention of consuming them in one way or another. Consider for 
example a child who is only born because her parents want to take some of her organs when they have 
grown large enough (more about this example in chapter 4). Lets call these humans “consumption 
humans”.  
1. P: An act is morally wrong if and only if it involves harming someone.  
2. P: Someone is harmed only when he or she is made worse off. 
3. P: Consumption humans with a life worth living are not made worse off by slaughter. 
4. C1: Therefore consumption humans with a life worth living are not harmed by slaughter. 
(2&3) 
5. C2: Therefore it is not morally wrong to slaughter consumption humans with a life worth 
living. (1&4)  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Salt, H. (1914). Logic of the Larder. The Humanities of Diet, Manchester, 221-222. 
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The objection to the permissibility of larding argument is that it could not possibly be valid if it also 
justifies the killing of consumption humans. Let’s call this the killing humans objection. It seems that if 
the argument can work to justify the killing of happy farm animals, we need to identify a special reason 
why it can not justify the killing of happy consumption humans. I will examine whether there is such a 
reason why we the permissibility of larding argument can not justify the killing of consumption 
humans. 
This is only one possible objection that one could make against the argument though. I will also look at 
another issue concerning the baseline of comparison. This criticism puts the idea in question that we 
should compare the life of a farm animal with no life at all, to determine whether it is harmed by 
slaughter or not. I will call this the baseline of comparison objection.  
Finally I will also look at a third criticism. This criticism is that the first premise of the argument is not 
credible and that we should therefore reject the argument. I will call this the objection to the first 
premise.  
There are ultimately three possible conclusions that one could draw from a critical discussion of the 
permissibility of larding argument. First, if one thinks the argument is valid and no relevant difference 
between humans and animals can be identified, than the permissibility of larding argument justifies 
both animal and human killings. Second, one could argue for a special reason to discriminate between 
humans and animals, showing that killing farm animals is permissible but consumption humans not. A 
third option is to reject the whole argument altogether, and argue that the permissibility of larding 
argument fails to make a case for the permissibility of killing both consumption humans and farm 
animals. This thesis pursues the third option.  
 
2.	  When	  is	  someone	  harmed?  
In the philosophical literature there are multiple views on what it means to harm someone. I would like 
to look at two different views on harming. First there is the standard view or the “comparative 
conception” of harming, which is defended among others by Ben Bradley.7 Secondly, there is the 
“threshold conception” of harming as defended by Lukas Meyer.8 In this chapter I will explain why the 
comparative conception is the better conception of harming.  
The (standard) comparative conception of harming  
When money is stolen from my wallet this would presumably harm me. A standard way to explain why 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Bradley, B. (2009). Analyzing Harm. Unpublished Manuscript. 
8 Meyer (2003) Past and Future: The Case for a Threshold Notion of Harm 
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this is the case would be to argue that I would have been better off with the money rather than without 
it. I will call this conception of harming the comparative conception.  
Comparative conception: something X harms person Y if and only if that something makes Y 
worse off than he or she otherwise would have been.  
That something (X) could be a person, an animal or some sort of event. In order for something to be 
worse for someone one needs to compare an actual scenario with another that had been actual if the 
harmful action had not taken place. In other words a person harms someone with an action if and only 
if she brings about a state of affairs that is on the whole worse for that someone, when compared to a 
scenario where that action would not have happened.  
The threshold conception of harming  
An alternative to the comparative conception is the threshold conception of harming. Lukas Meyer 
defends the notion of harming as causing someone to fall below a certain threshold of welfare.9 
According to this view the harm that is inflicted on someone does not consist in that person being worse 
off, but on causing that person to be below a certain threshold. I will call this the threshold conception.  
Threshold conception: something X harms a person Y when that something X brings it about 
that Y falls below a threshold of welfare. 
Meyer adheres to a threshold conception of harming because he believes that a threshold view has two 
clear advantages over the standard comparative notion of harm. These advantages are particularly 
relevant in intergenerational ethics. This is what will make it especially relevant for our purposes since 
the permissibility of larding argument that is examined in this thesis relies on non-identity cases (non-
identity cases are special instances where our actions determine who will exist in the future). To explain 
the two advantages of the threshold conception I shall now introduce the non-identity problem.  
The non-identity problem 
The non-identity problem is a famous moral problem in population ethics first introduced by Derek 
Parfit. It is about certain cases where we think that we have obligations towards future persons but our 
actions also have an influence on which persons and how many persons will exist.10 Because in non-
identity problems our actions influence who will exist, it is therefore difficult to provide the right moral 
explanation as to why we have moral obligations towards future people. To illustrate this, let’s invoke a 
scenario following Parfit in which a society has two possible choices. 11 The people of this society can opt 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Gosseries, A., & Meyer, L. H. (2009). Intergenerational justice. Oxford University Press on Demand. 
 
10 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and persons. Oxford Paperbacks. 
	  
11 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and persons. Oxford Paperbacks.p.361-364  
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for the production of energy from renewable sources. This means that energy will be more expensive 
during their lifetime but it will also have the effect that future generations will not be plagued by a 
deteriorating environment in 200 years. Let’s call this “the environmental friendly option”. The other 
option for the current society is to produce energy from non-renewable sources like fossil fuels. Let’s 
call this “the depletion option”. This will have the effect that energy will be cheaper for the current 
generation but also that the environment will be ruined in 200 years for future generations.  
Usually, when we think that we have obligations to particular persons we can justify these obligations 
by stating that it is in the interest of those persons that we fulfil our obligations that we have towards 
them. Because our actions have an effect on the wellbeing of particular persons we can make them 
better or worse-off with our actions. We can explain our duty not to harm person X by explaining that it 
is in the interest of X not to be harmed. The view that an action can only be morally bad if it is bad for 
someone is called “the person affecting view”. The person affecting view can explain why certain 
actions are morally bad by pointing out that it is bad for someone.  
This strategy won’t work however when we consider the interests of people in the far (enough) future, 
such as in the case of the depletion option. The identity of future people who have not yet been 
conceived is not set in stone. Our actions not only determine in what circumstances future people exist 
but also which of the possible people will exist. This is so because the actions of currently living people 
have an effect on which people will meet, who they will have sex with, who they will have children with 
and when they will have children. Our identity depends on the time at which we are conceived. This is 
what Parfit calls “The time dependency claim”.12 Which sperm and egg eventually create the fertilized 
ovum is time dependant. So, different people would have existed now if the past had been different and 
the people that will exist depend on the choices that people make now.  
Suppose that the depletion option was chosen. This would strike many as a morally outrageous thing. 
One can not coherently say however that future generations are made worse off by this decision. The 
people that will exist 200 years from now will do so because of the choices that are made now, and they 
would not have existed if the government had chosen another policy. Living in a future in which the 
environment is ruined is not worse than not-existing, assuming that the lives of the people in the (far) 
future will still be worth living. If that is indeed the case, we can not say that future people are harmed 
by the policy of the past.  
What is interesting about the depletion option is that we seem to have a clearly wrong option that 
lowers the quality of life in the future but that is also not harmful to anyone.13 Defenders of the 
comparative conception can not claim that our irresponsible policies can harm people in the far future, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and persons. Oxford Paperbacks. p.352-357 
 
13 Parfit, D. (1984). Reasons and persons. Oxford Paperbacks.p. 361-364 
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because who will exist in the future depends on the policies that people now choose. This is why we 
cannot explain the wrongness of the depletion option by committing to the person affecting view. Why 
would it then be wrong to choose the depletion option if no one is harmed by this? 
With a non-person affecting view, like utilitarianism, the loss of welfare for some people can be 
compensated for by creating new happy people. In utilitarianism it is not about how policies affect the 
welfare of particular persons, it is about the total amount of welfare. This is why non-person affecting 
views are controversial, because people tend to prioritise the welfare of the people that are already here 
and can be benefitted and tend to care less about creating new people that would have been happy. No 
one is harmed by never coming into existence because there is no person to be harmed. This would 
explain why caring for the welfare of existing people is generally thought of as a moral obligation, while 
creating happy people is optional.14 Or in other words: “We are in favour of making people happy, but 
neutral about making happy people”.15  
Two advantages of the threshold conception of harming  
Instead of abandoning the person affecting view another option to solve the non-identity problem is to 
alter the notion of harming. This is what Meyer and others do. They choose the threshold notion of 
harming because they think it can better explain why choosing the depletion option is morally wrong. 
The threshold notion of harming can explain why currently living people can harm future generations.16 
If people in future generations will end up below a certain threshold of welfare because of the depletion 
option than that would constitute harming according to the threshold conception. The advantage here 
for the threshold notion is that it can explain the wrongness of the depletion option without appealing 
to a loss in utility. The threshold notion can explain the wrongness of the depletion option by pointing 
out that it harms (future) people. 
The other advantage that Meyer explains for the threshold conception is that it can explain why 
currently living people have moral claims to compensation for injustices that were committed to their 
ancestors.17 The comparative conception of harming can not explain why the people that exist now can 
be wronged by how their ancestors have been treated. After all, if the mistreatment of ancestors (from 
the distant past) is a condition for their existence, they would not have existed in any other scenario. 
This means that currently living descendants can not have been made worse off by injustices done to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 A popular idea in population ethics is that there is an asymmetry in the morality of procreation. The asymmetry 
is that it is bad to create unhappy people, while it is not good to create happy people. This asymmetry similarly 
applies in animal ethics I believe. The asymmetry can explain to us why there is a duty not to create animals with 
miserable lives, but also that there is no duty to create happy animals. It is merely permissible to create happy 
animals, not obligatory. For a discussion about the asymmetry see Narveson (1967). 
15 Narveson, J. (1973). Moral problems of population. The Monist, 62-86. 
16 By future generations I mean in this case the generations whose identity is dependent on our choices.  
 
17 Meyer (2003) Past and Future: The Case for a Threshold Notion of Harm p.149-152  
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their (distant) ancestors. Take for example some African-Americans that exist now and whose 
predecessors where shipped to America and sold into slavery. Their descendants would have been 
different people if they were not sold into slavery (because they would have met different people and 
procreated at other times) so no descendant can claim to be made worse off by the slavery of the past. 
And thus under the comparative conception no descendant of American slavery can be said to have 
been harmed.  
Once again Meyer sees an advantage here for the threshold conception. According to the threshold 
conception, the currently living people can also be harmed by what has been done to their predecessors 
if these actions bring them below a certain level of welfare. Since current generations can be harmed by 
what happened to their predecessors, the threshold conception can neatly explain why in some cases 
current generations are owed some form of compensation for injustices done to their predecessors.  
By pointing out that both intergenerational scenarios are actually instances of harming, Meyer sees the 
advantages for the threshold conception in that it can explain why not compensating and the depletion 
option are wrong. They are wrong because they are instances of harming.  
However, holders of the comparative conception have the option to point out other wrong-making 
features in the two scenarios. They can explain why there are moral duties to choose the environmental 
friendly option and to compensate descendants of a severely disadvantaged people in other ways. They 
can do this because the comparative conception of harming is not committed to the view that every 
wrong involves harming. There could be other “wrong-making” features in the depletion option and not 
compensating descendants of wronged people. Holders of the comparative conception can coherently 
claim that the depletion option is morally wrong even though nobody is harmed by this. An explanation 
of the wrongness of the depletion option is that there is a better option available (making energy from 
renewable energy sources). Holders of the comparative conception might point to other values than 
harm such as creating more happiness and preserving the environment. To explain why descendants of 
African-American slaves are owed compensation we might point to values of equality or priority 
because of a greater need of help than others. The point is that there are ways to explain the wrongness 
of the depletion option and not compensating without appealing to the idea that these actions involve 
harming. So advocates of the comparative conception of harming can avert this issue.  
But, although this is a good way to defend the comparative conception of harming, it is not a viable 
option specifically for the permissibility of larding argument. As we have seen in the introduction, the 
first premise of the permissibility of larding argument is that “An act is morally wrong if and only if it 
involves harming someone”. That means that every wrongful action must involve harming in some way. 
This strong version of the harm principle can not point to other wrong-making features besides 
harming to explain why depleting the resources of future generations is morally wrong. So according to 
the comparative conception, the depletion option is not morally wrong because no one is harmed by it. 
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This is a problem if choosing the depletion option is actually morally wrong, because we can not accept 
the permissibility of larding argument without also accepting the first premise. An option is to just bite 
the bullet and accept that the depletion option and not compensating the ancestors of wronged people 
are not actually morally wrong.18 I will devote more space to this issue and a potential way to solve it in 
chapter 6.  
Two advantages of the comparative conception  
The threshold conception has two distinct problems that the comparative conception does not have. 
These problems are that the threshold conception of harming is both under- and over-inclusive.19  
The threshold conception is over-inclusive because it includes instances of harming where it is 
impossible for an actor not to harm.20 Consider a person X who is above the threshold of welfare at a 
time t1. Suppose I have two options. The first option (A) is to act, which brings person X below the 
threshold of welfare at a time t2, thus harming her. The other option (B) for me is to not act, which will 
bring person X to an even lower level of welfare at time t2 than if I had acted. Thus whatever I will do (A 
or B) will harm person X. This seems wrong because when I would act (A) out of consideration for 
person X to make him as well of as possible, this would still constitute as harming because X will be 
below the threshold at time t2. Intuitively, when someone looks out for someone else’s interests and 
genuinely does what is best for that person, one does not harm that person. The threshold conception 
can not adequately explain this intuition, because according to the threshold conception doing what is 
best for someone sometimes counts as harming.  
The other problem for the threshold conception is that it is under-inclusive. This means that the 
threshold conception does not qualify some acts as harmful because they do not result in someone 
falling below a threshold of welfare.21 I might for example steal someone’s pleasure yacht. The people 
that own pleasure yachts are quite often very wealthy people. Stealing a yacht from a very rich person 
presumably wouldn’t bring him below any (serious) threshold of welfare. Thus my act of stealing might 
inconvenience someone but it would not harm him according to the threshold conception. The trouble 
here is that a person can clearly have a drop in terms of welfare (having one’s boat stolen) but still not 
fall below the threshold. Intuitively my act of stealing a boat does count as an instance of harming even 
though it is not so bad that anyone falls below a morally relevant threshold of welfare. The threshold 
conception also can not capture this intuition.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 David Heyd defends such a strategy in ‘The intractability of the nonidentity problem’(2009). According to him 
options like the depletion option are not morally wrong because they are not harmful to anyone.  
 
19 Meyer (2003) Past and Future: The Case for a Threshold Notion of Harm p.152 
 
20 “ ” p.152 
 
21 “ ” p. 153-154 
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The threshold conception can not capture these two intuitions that are explained above. The advantage 
for the comparative conception is than that it can explain these two intuitions. This is why in my view 
the comparative conception is ultimately better than the threshold conception. Because it does not 
have the issues that the threshold conception has and it is compatible with explanations why the 
depletion option is morally wrong and why descendants from misused peoples have a right to 
compensation. That is why from henceforth when I talk about harming I shall mean the comparative 
conception: a person is harmed when he or she is made to be worse off than he or she otherwise would 
have been.  
 
3.	  What	  animals	  are	  permissible	  to	  slaughter? 
In this chapter I will argue firstly why some animals with a life worth living are not harmed by slaughter 
if they exist because they eventually get slaughtered. Secondly I will point out why the permissibility of 
larding argument only condones the slaughtering of happy farm animals and why being brought into 
existence and getting slaughtered harms other farm animals. Since non-existence would be better for 
an animal with a miserable life, a miserable life is worse for an animal than non-existence. This means 
that an animal can be harmed by being brought into existence if it is going to have a miserable life. On 
the other hand a farm animal that is treated gently, and has a happy life overall, that is then later 
slaughtered, is not harmed by the farmer since that life is not worse than it otherwise would have been. 
This shall leave us with the view that slaughtering farm animals for purposes of consumption is 
morally permissible, but only if this does not harm the animals.  
Happy farm animals and the harm of slaughter  
Dying is presumably against the interests of farm animals most of the time, if they are like humans, 
capable of experiencing pleasure. Dying to them means that are no longer capable to enjoy the good 
things in life. At the same time though, farm animals are brought into existence in order to be 
slaughtered eventually. Taking the comparative notion of harming from the previous chapter, we can 
now see why getting slaughtered does not harm farm animals with a shorter and a happy life. If 
harming involves making someone worse off, than bringing an animal into existence with a short and 
happy life with the intention to later slaughter it can not be harmful to that animal, since a short and 
happy life is not worse for an animal than non-existence. If never existing is not better than having a 
shortened happy life, than a shortened happy life is not worse than never existing. So some happy farm 
animals (that owe their existence to getting slaughtered) are not made worse off by slaughter. And thus 
these happy farm animals are not harmed by their slaughter.  
There is of course a short-term sense in which you can harm these animals. You can harm a happy pig 
in a short-term sense by slaughtering it now rather than later (since the pig could have lived a while 
longer). But, if we take a larger perspective and consider the entire life span of the pig, than we can only 
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conclude that the slaughtering of the pig has not harmed him since he only exist because he is going to 
be slaughtered at some point in his life. Hence you can not harm a pig in this total sense by slaughtering 
it, if it owes its existence to that act. The question remains though whether we should pick non-
existence as the baseline of comparison or that we should pick the uninterrupted life span of a pig. I will 
call this issue the baseline of comparison issue, I will talk more about this issue in chapter 5.  
Why other animals are harmed by being raised and slaughtered 
The permissibility of larding argument does not permit the raising and slaughtering of all animals. The 
argument only permits the slaughtering of happy farm animals. It only works if, (A) the animals exist 
because they will be slaughtered and, (B) their lives are not worse than non-existence.  
It is likely that there are farm animals for which only condition A is met. These animals have very bad 
lives: their lives are worse than non-existence. Broiler chickens are probably good examples of animals 
that have miserable lives. It is not so much the slaughtering that harms them but bringing these 
animals into existence amounts to harming them. They are made worse off by receiving life in the first 
place.22 According to the permissibility of larding argument the slaughtering and consumption of 
broiler chickens is morally wrong because it perpetuates the harming of chickens. The fact that 
miserable broiler chickens wouldn’t exist if not for their slaughtering does not make their slaughtering 
permissible, since their lives are from a total perspective not worth living.  
For other animals only condition B is met. These are happy animals whose existence does not depend 
on getting slaughtered. If you shoot a wild deer for example you thereby harm that deer by depriving it 
of further (worthwhile) existence.23 The animal would have been better off if it had not been shot down. 
Wild animals are distinct from farm animals in a morally important way: they do not owe their 
existence to getting slaughtered. This means that wild animals can be harmed in ways that farm 
animals can not and that results in additional moral duties that we have towards wild animals and not 
to farm animals.  
To summarise this chapter: the permissibility of larding argument only condones the raising and 
slaughtering of animals if it does not harm them. This means that only the slaughtering of happy farm 
animals is permissible. I define happy farm animals as animals that owe their existence to getting 
slaughtered and whose lives are at least not worse than non-existence. Next chapter I will look at an 
argument against this view. The permissibility of larding argument might prove too much since it 
might also condone the killing of humans if they are not harmed. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Some philosophers deny that you can harm beings by bringing them into existence because of the non-identity 
problem. David Heyd for example claims that the wellbeing of a person that exists in a given world and the 
wellbeing of that same being in a world where it does not exist cannot be compared. Heyd rejects “comparability” 
and concludes that we cannot harm persons by bringing them into a miserable existence. (in Heyd, D., 1992. 
Genethics: Moral Issues in the Creation of People, Berkeley: University of California Press.) 
 
23 I am assuming here for the sake of argument that this wild deer is a happy animal. 
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4.	  The	  killing	  humans	  objection 
A potential issue with a moral justification is that it might be applicable in more than just the intended 
context. The aim of the permissibility of larding argument has been to provide a moral justification for 
the raising and slaughtering of animals, but it seems that the permissibility of larding argument can 
also be applied to justify the killings of certain humans. I called these sorts of humans “consumption 
humans” in the introduction. The permissibility of larding argument applied to consumption humans: 
1. P: An act is morally wrong if and only if it involves harming someone.  
2. P: Someone is harmed only when he or she is made worse off. 
3. P: Consumption humans with a life worth living are not made worse off by slaughter. 
4. C1: Therefore consumption humans with a life worth living are not harmed by slaughter. 
(2&3) 
5. C2: Therefore it is not morally wrong to slaughter consumption humans with a life worth 
living. (1&4)  
The argument works the same way it does with animals. Once we allow that being killed can be a 
condition for the worthwhile existence of a human and we compare that existence to non-existence, 
than killing can not harm that person since that life is not worse than non-existence. But what kind of 
human would be a consumption human? To illustrate this I will borrow an example from the 
philosopher Gregory S. Kavka.24 
The kidney harvesting example: David and Rose want to have a child together. Their reason to 
have child is because David has a problem with his kidneys and he would like to have his 
kidneys replaced by those of an organ donor. Since no organ donor is available, David wants to 
have a child with Rose in order to then later take the child’s kidneys once they have grown to a 
large enough size. Rose and David argue that no one needs to be harmed while carrying out this 
procedure because they are willing to take good care of the child until the moment that they kill 
the child and take out his or her kidneys. The child does not even need to suffer since they will 
use narcotics to sedate the child when they kill it and they will not tell the child that its organs 
will be harvested.  
The idea that this scenario is morally acceptable is repugnant. Yet the scenario is similar to that of the 
slaughter of animals. If we accept this kind of reasoning for farm animals, should we than not also 
accept it for consumption humans? That would mean that we must accept the example of the kidney 
harvesting child as morally acceptable or we must reject the whole permissibility of larding argument 
altogether because that conclusion is so repugnant.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Kavka, G. S. (1982). The paradox of future individuals. Philosophy & Public Affairs, 93-112. p.111 
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In light of this dilemma perhaps the best option is to argue that while happy farm animals are 
permitted for slaughter because of the permissibility of larding argument that does not mean that it 
applies to happy consumption humans. If we can find a special reason that explains why the 
permissibility of larding argument can only be applied to animals, and not to humans, the argument 
sounds a lot more plausible. The question is whether there is a morally relevant distinguishing factor 
that shows why humans can’t be used the way that animals are. I will devote the next section to 
explaining what makes death for humans (in normal circumstances) more harmful than death for 
animals and why this does not help to exclude consumption humans from the permissibility of larding 
argument. 
The harm of death in ordinary cases  
Philosophers disagree on what it is about death that makes it bad for a person. Most would agree 
though that death is harmful in ordinary cases because it means the loss of life for a person. Lives are 
considered to be valuable because lives (usually) contain things that make it worth living. Whatever is 
good in life can no longer be enjoyed in death. So, when a person in normal circumstances is killed, that 
person is then deprived of the worthwhile experiences he would have had. Death is thus harmful 
because it means the loss of valuable experiences for a person. A person has an interest in continuing to 
live if further life contains valuable experiences.  
According to such a model of the value of life, the harm of death and the wrongness of killing depend on 
the interest that a person has in continuing to live.25 An advantage of this kind of model of the 
wrongness of killing is that it can neatly explain why we regard the killing of humans to be a greater evil 
than the killing of animals. Humans have more to lose by dying than animals. The amount of goods that 
a human life contains exceeds that of animal lives, not only because humans have longer lives than 
most animals do but also because humans can have plans in life and they can enjoy what Mill calls the 
“higher” pleasures in life.26 Death for a human potentially means that he or she can never finish 
whatever plans he or she had for that life. Animals have limited emotional and cognitive capacities and 
can therefore not enjoy the richness and meaning that human lives contain.27 Animals do not have the 
deep personal relations that humans do, can not appreciate art the way that humans do and are unable 
to conduct scientific research. All kinds of things that humans consider the most valuable aspects of 
their lives are lacking in animal lives. These are precisely the aspects of human life that make it more 
valuable than that of an animal, when it comes to comparing human lives to that of other animals, 
human lives are simply at another level that other animals could never enjoy.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 McMahan, J. (2001). The ethics of killing: Problems at the margins of life. Oxford University Press. p.194  
 
26 Mill, J. S. (1901). Utilitarianism. Longmans, Green and Company. 
 
27 McMahan, J. (2001). The ethics of killing: Problems at the margins of life. Oxford University Press. p. 195 
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This kind of reasoning only establishes that killing an animal is a lesser wrong though, and not that it is 
morally permissible. And even if we acknowledge that humans have a stronger interest in staying alive 
than animals that is still not relevant for cases like the kidney-harvesting child. Indeed if we follow and 
accept the reasoning in the previous paragraph we should still accept the conclusion that kidney-
harvesting children are not harmed by being killed. Because even if humans have more to lose by dying 
than animals, the kidney-harvesting child is still not worse off when the alternative is non-existence. 
The wrongness of killing humans in ordinary cases therefore can not explain the wrongness of the 
killing of consumption humans like the kidney-harvesting child since getting killed does not harm him 
or her. What else could than be the special feature of the kidney-harvesting child that makes it wrong to 
kill him or her, but not farm animals? 
The problem of rare cases 
One option to rectify the permissibility of larding argument could be to argue that humans can not 
qualify as happy consumption humans or they only qualify in very rare cases. If in practice the 
permissibility of larding argument would apply to almost zero humans, than this would make the view 
that human slaughter is permitted less repugnant. If this is the right approach than that would mean 
that it is impossible (or very rare) that a human exists that (1) has a worthwhile existence and (2) is not 
harmed by getting killed.  
There are different ways to argue that humans that have a worthwhile existence and are not harmed by 
slaughter are extremely rare. A first option is to argue that humans need to have experienced a certain 
amount of welfare in order for their lives to be valuable. Blackorby and Donaldson defend this view 
among others. It is called “critical level utilitarianism”.28 It is called critical level utilitarianism because 
it is like traditional utilitarianism but for the fact that for each life to be valuable there must be at least a 
minimum amount (a critical level) of utility overall. Thus, taking the position of the critical level 
utilitarian, we could argue that when humans would get slaughtered in similar ways to animals, that 
their lives would be cut short and not worth experiencing overall because a certain amount of welfare 
has not yet been reached. Human lives need more welfare than animal lives in order to be worth living. 
It seems plausible to argue that valuable human lives need to contain more welfare or happiness overall 
than animal lives. This could thus be a way to argue that (most) humans are not permitted for slaughter 
while animals are.  
This raises the question though of how much happiness humans must experience for their lives to be 
valuable? And, once that minimum of happiness has been reached, is it then permissible to slaughter 
those humans? The problem with this answer is that it does not solve the issue at hand. Suppose that 
we acknowledge the point that worthwhile human lives need to have some critical level of welfare. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Blackorby, C., Bossert, W., & Donaldson, D. (1997). Critical-level utilitarianism and the population-ethics 
dilemma. Economics and Philosophy, 13(02), 197-230. 
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There will still be humans that are eventually permitted for slaughter according to the permissibility of 
larding argument. Imagine some kidney-harvesting child that is allowed to reach old age and has had a 
worthwhile life overall. This person would pass the test of the permissibility of larding argument since 
he or she has had a worthwhile life and is not harmed by being killed. So would it be morally 
permissible to kill him or her? It still seems morally wrong to kill consumption humans even if they are 
senior citizens.  
One could come up with additional criteria such as intelligence, culture or sociability to explain why 
humans are excluded from the permissibility of larding argument. Even if we can produce convincing 
arguments for these criteria, the problem still remains that some (rare) humans will probably still pass 
this advanced test. We could imagine for example some humans that are near braindead and that are 
created for the sole purpose of organ harvesting. They are not intelligent, non-social, they do not have a 
culture and they are not made worse off by being killed. These braindead humans would pass the test. 
For every good criterion we might come up with, some humans will probably still pass this test.29 I will 
call this “the problem of rare cases”. The points raised above can explain why humans are excluded 
from the permissibility of larding argument in most cases. They can also show why killing ordinary 
humans is at least a greater wrong than killing other animals and that there is a moral difference. It can 
not however completely rectify the permissibility of larding argument because it has no answer to the 
problem of rare cases. If these rare human cases do exist, and if we follow the permissibility of larding 
argument it turns out that it is permissible to slaughter them like animals.  
A way to reconcile the problem of rare cases could be to argue that worthwhile human lives never 
involve getting killed. According to this more radical view, good human lives are incompatible with 
murder. It seems unclear how one would go about to defend this view since committing to this view 
would imply that anyone who has ever gotten killed has not had a life worth living. To me this seems 
like a very unattractive option. It is hard to believe that humans can never have worthwhile lives if these 
lives involve getting killed. This seems like an ad hoc presumption just to exclude humans from the 
permissibility of larding argument and not a plausible position to defend.  
So we are left with the problem of rare cases. We can potentially explain why ordinary humans are not 
permitted for slaughter, but we can not explain why some consumption humans are not permitted for 
slaughter if we follow the permissibility of larding argument. We can either reject the whole argument 
altogether or we must bite the bullet and accept that it is indeed morally permissible to kill some 
consumption humans.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 One could argue perhaps for a criterion that is specifically designed to include all humans (or as much humans 
as possible). So perhaps we could argue that beings with 2 pairs of 23 chromosomes are not permitted for 
slaughter. Or we could argue that beings cannot be slaughtered if they have a high enough brain to body ratio 
(humans have the largest brains relative to their body size). I do not think that this is convincing though because it 
is hard to see how these things make it so that we are not permitted to slaughter humans. Someone who argues for 
this clearly wants to exclude humans from the permissibility of larding argument just because they are humans.  
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5.The	  baseline	  of	  comparison	  objection 
The permissibility of larding argument justifies the killing of farm animals by pointing out that these 
killings do not harm them. We have seen that these animals are not harmed according to the 
permissibility of larding argument because they are not made worse off by receiving life and getting 
killed since the alternative is non-existence.  
It is dubious however that we should compare an animal life that involves slaughter with an alternative 
in which that animal never exists. Yes, we can grant that an animal life involving slaughter is not worse 
than not existing, but why should we compare it to not existing? The whole argument presupposes that 
we should compare the lives of farm animals with non-existence. Critics of this type of reasoning might 
point out that we should not compare farm animals’ lives with non-existence. We should compare it 
instead to the potential life the animal could have had, had it not been killed. The permissibility of 
larding argument depends on the idea that we should compare the life of a farm animal with never 
existing in order to determine whether slaughtering harms them. This seems to make sense in the cases 
of happy farm animals because when we raise this type of livestock, we do it with the intention of 
slaughtering them. Thus when we decide to raise the cattle, the decision, for us, is between not having 
the cattle and having the cattle and eventually slaughtering it. But when the eventual slaughter comes 
around, the decision is no longer between non-existence and a life that involves slaughter. 
Circumstances have changed and the decision now is between letting the farm animal live and killing 
the farm animal. When we compare a longer life of a happy farm animal with that of a shorter one that 
involves getting killed at an earlier stage, the latter does seem to be worse than the former. So, when we 
make it about that a happy animal lives shorter than he otherwise would have lived (and thus make him 
worse off), do we than not harm that animal?  
This all depends on what the relevant counterfactual is. We can compare a short and happy life to no 
life at all, or we can compare it to a longer and happy life. It is reasonable to argue for the latter option 
because the baseline of comparison should be between the possible options at the time of slaughter. 
When an animal is about to be slaughtered it is already alive. Never coming into existence is then no 
longer an option, at that point the decision is between slaughtering and letting live. So it seems that if 
we choose to slaughter an animal at time t2 where the alternative was letting the animal live, than we 
seem to be harming the animal at time t2. At a time t1 when the farmer decides to raise and eventually 
slaughter an animal we do not harm that animal because at that time we choose an option that is not 
worse than the other option. At time t2 non-existence is no longer an alternative, so, by slaughtering at 
time t2 we harm the animal because we choose the worst of the two options for that animal. We should 
make a distinction between receiving a life that involves slaughter (this is not harmful) and being 
slaughtered which is harmful if one could have lived pleasurably a while longer.  
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There seems to be no clear reason why anyone should choose the view that the relevant baseline of 
comparison is the non-existence scenario. The only reason to opt for the non-existence scenario as the 
relevant baseline of comparison is because it provides a moral justification for the slaughter of farm 
animals, which is no good reason at all. Opponents of meat eating will say that the further life that the 
animal could have lived is the right baseline of comparison, and there is no reason to say that they are 
wrong. So the idea that slaughtering happy farm animals is not harmful is debatable at the very least.  
 
6.	  The	  objection	  to	  the	  first	  premise  
As was mentioned in the second chapter, there is also an issue with the credibility of the first premise. 
This first premise of the permissibility of larding argument is that ‘an act is morally wrong if and only 
if it involves harming someone’. In this thesis we have seen the example of the depletion option where 
no one is harmed (according to the comparative definition of harming) but we do seem to think that 
bringing about such a scenario is morally wrong. To explain why this scenario is morally wrong while 
holding to the comparative conception requires rejecting the idea that wronging always involves 
harming someone. We can see a pressing issue here for the permissibility of larding argument, since 
accepting the first premise also involves denying the wrongness of the depletion option. And that is at 
odds with the moral intuitions of most people. 
It is however important to note that although the permissibility of larding argument is incompatible 
with explanations of why it is wrong to choose the depletion option, it is compatible with explanations 
of why it is morally virtuous or good to choose the environmental friendly option. Thus it can not 
explain why the depletion option is bad, but it can explain why the environmental friendly option is 
better. This is probably not a satisfactory solution as it is not only the case that the environmental 
friendly option is morally better than the depletion option, it also seems that the depletion option is 
morally wrong.  
	  
Conclusion	   
In the introduction of this thesis I said the conclusion of this thesis would be one of the three options I 
laid out at the beginning. These options were that:  
1. The permissibility of larding argument permits the killing of some humans and animals.  
 2. The permissibility of larding argument only justifies some animal killings.  
 3. The permissibility of larding argument is not justified.  
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I think that the third option is the right conclusion. The real issues are with the baseline of comparison 
and the first premise of the argument.  
It is begging the question whether the relevant baseline of comparison for farm animals is non-
existence. I believe that critics of the permissibility of larding argument can offer good reasons as to 
why we should deny non-existence to be the relevant baseline of comparison. The burden of proof lies 
heavily on those who claim that slaughtering farm animals is not harmful to those animals. They are 
the ones who should argue why they are right and the critics are wrong.  
There is also no persuasive reason why we should accept the premise that an act is morally wrong if and 
only if it involves harming someone. My view on the wrongness of the depletion option is that it is 
morally wrong to create a future society in which people are much less happy than in an alternative 
scenario. This view (or similar views like it) can not be explained without rejecting the first premise. 
This is why I think we should reject the permissibility of larding argument in its current form. 
I think one can perhaps bite the bullet on the problem of rare cases though. Despite not knowing the 
criteria of why exactly it is morally wrong to kill consumption humans, I am confident that this is not an 
insurmountable problem and that we have a rough idea of how to explain this. The fact that we do not 
know the precise criteria does not mean that they do not exist. The amount of consumption humans to 
which the permissibility of larding argument applies are negligible once we put in place additional 
criteria that restrict the killing of consumption humans. There are some cases of consumption humans 
going to be left like the braindead people for the purpose of organ harvesting. For these rare cases I 
think we can accept that it is morally permissible to kill them and harvest their organs.30 
The people that do want to accept the permissibility of larding argument in its current form need to 
accept three things. The first thing to accept is that it is permissible to slaughter some consumption 
humans unless they can plausibly defend a morally relevant feature that rules out humans altogether 
from the argument. The second thing to do is to find a relevant reason why the baseline of comparison 
for a farm animal should be non-existence. The third thing to do is to hold on to the idea that every 
wronging involves harming, and argue that cases such as the depletion option are not actually morally 
wrong.  
This paper ultimately does not show that it is morally wrong to kill farm animals. I do hope to have 
pointed out the relevant issues with the permissibility of larding argument. In its current form the 
argument is unconvincing. There might be other possible arguments that point out that slaughtering 
animals for meat is permissible but more philosophizing needs to be done to show why that would be 
the case. Right now, it remains questionable whether slaughtering farm animals is justifiable.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 A possible objection to this might be that this is a violation of human dignity. Humans might be entitled to a 
more dignified treatment than animals are.  
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